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ABSTRACT
Constructivist educational methods have been used for decades especially in disciplines with a practical bent: medicine,
architecture, engineering and technology. In this paper we examine how information systems design learning could be
improved by constructivist methods. We focus on a single information systems design course, where the students, divided in
groups, choose one from three alternative design assignments per group. The assignments are supposed to follow closely the
process of a real-world design project, ending with a prototype and an evaluation of other groups' prototypes. We witnessed
the students' dedication to their work and their appreciation of the fact that the assigned problem came close to a real-world
problem, but also the time-consuming nature of teamwork and occasional problems with free riding. We used widely various
electronic teaching tools but in the end we believe that the most significant further improvements will come from intensified
peer support and instructor guidance to individual teams.
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1. INTRODUCTION
A typical information systems (IS) university curriculum lies
at the crossroads of several more established university
disciplines: IS graduates are expected to master both
business problems and information and communication
technology (!CT) developments (see e.g. Cappel, 2001).
Studies in other fields, such as organization studies,
sociology and psychology, are also popular complements.
Within the IS studies, the design and development of
information systems is a focal point of professional training.
As a rule, education is supposed to teach practices and
activities required in the real world. Nevertheless, traditional
education is often accused of teaching things in a way that
students find it difficult to apply their knowledge to the
complex problems of everyday life (Tynjala et al., 2001).
Constructivist learning theories have sought to create
learning environments that come closer to real life
environments. As a result, constructivist educational
methods have long been applied especially in medicine,
engineering and architecture. Knowledge in modem
constructivist learning theories is seen essentially as a social
phenomenon; a social construct. Because the learner builds
on his prior knowledge and beliefs as well as on the

knowledge and beliefs (and actions) of others, learning needs
to be scrutinized in its social, cultural and historical context
(Piaget, 1975, 1982; Vygotsky, 1969; Leontjev, 1977;
Engestrom, 1987; Tynjala, 1999; Jarvinen, 200 I). The
constructivist approach suits admirably to technology
learning, too, because technological knowledge is created
rather than discovered. According to Jarvinen (200 I :40-41 ),
learning about technology or/and through technology
supports "naturally" learning by manipulation (e.g. trial and
error), comparison and problem solving in a non-prescriptive
real-world-like context that leaves room for creative thinking
and innovation.
Recent research literature indicates that there is a fairly clear
consensus on the central features of modem constructivist
methodology (see e.g. Jarvinen, 200 I; Tynjala. 1999; Ah tee
& Pelkonen, 1994; Johansson, 1999; Poikela, 2002). The
central features of a constructivist learning environment are
as follows:
I) a larger goal that organizes smaller tasks into a sensible
whole (e.g. Pehkonen L., 1994)
2) ownership of the problem so that the learner will be
motivated to try to solve it
3) the problem is close to a real world problem (see e.g.
Kan et & Barut, 2003: 111 ; Leino, 1994 ).
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